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XI. 

“I’m Alan Piett, independent journalist, on association with the SCI news network for 

an extended interview with you.” 

 

Rao looked at his opcorder. “We’re not on live, are we?” 

 

“No, no.” Alan waved one hand. “The footage right now is just preparatory stuff, to 

see what works out. Most of it will go through the editor before it will reach the 

public.” 

 

“And the editor is…?” 

 

“Me, mostly. The SCINN is receiving a massive backlash from their credibility crisis 

over the war coverage. The public will never watch anything put out by their in-house 

reporters, so the network is hosting a whole new set of Original Content programs like 

the one we’re in.” 

 

Rao shifted into a more relaxed position, pajamas rustling against sheets. “And this is 

why…” A ghost of a smile flicked across her face “…They hired you?” 

 

“That’s one reason. The other reason is the legal limbo that the entire SCI 

organization exists in right now. The planetary states are snatching back at their own 

sovereignty and half the colonial citizens can’t even get into their originating territory 

any more. This is why they chose a disenfranchised Anglo like me to cover 

Babeltown. We’re poor, but we’re an established state.” He paused his opcorder. 

“Forgive me for being cynical, but they probably calculated that people like me have 

the best chances of getting everywhere.” 

 

“But now,” He flashed a warm grin. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be asking the 

questions.” 

 

“I’ve only been…awake for four days.” Rao became more serious. “I haven’t been 

keeping up with my media intake. You would know the situation in Sol better than I 

do.” 

 

“You know about the raising of the tesseract, right?” 



 

“It was one of the first few things I was told, when my mind was still running on 

storage emulation and before my body had even finished being speed-grown.” Rao 

raised an arm and looked at it, as if still doubting its solidity. “It was one thing to 

accept the fact, but when I was moved to the ward here and slept in this bed for the 

first time, I only really understood when I saw the night sky. It was so very…dark.” 

 

Alan nodded gravely. He was there when the Q-T message warned of the dimensional 

barrier going alive – twenty five minutes later, every star in the sky winked out. He 

just about had enough time to get out and run onto a hill with the others. 

 

“I can’t imagine there was a person on Earth who wasn’t hit hard by the sight, Miss 

Rao. Myself included.” 

 

“Call me Chandrika.” She replied. “Hardly anyone called me that on Pūrvavideha.” 

 

Pūrvavideha. Alan thought. That will be a subject for a latter date. “So, Chandrika.” 

He continued. “What is your first impression of Earth?”  

 

Chandrika looked out of the window and thought for a while. “It’s heavy.” 

 

“Heavy?” 

 

“The gravity. My home planet was 0.82G by Terran standards. You can tell by the 

genotype fixing.” She flourished her thin arms ruefully. “When they regrew my body, 

they said they didn’t have the runtime to undo the environmental adaptations, so they 

put me back in this old sack.” Alan noticed that her left hand was tightly bandaged. 

“I’m still getting used to moving around, not to mention walking.” 

 

“I see.” Alan said. “I’m a homeworld boy; I apologize if that didn’t come to me 

immediately.”  

 

“It’s perfectly okay. I haven’t had the chance to talk to anyone else but the nurse. 

Everyone else is…is…oh, excuse me.” 

 

She pulled a tissue from the bedside multi-dispenser and dabbed at her eyes. “My 

mother didn’t make it. Nor did any of my friends. I never dared to think that it would 

come to this.” 



 

“I’m sorry, Chandrika.” Alan said with genuine sympathy. “Of course, I never had to 

lose anyone out at the colonies, but I understand how you feel, with so little 

foreknowledge about the operation. I don’t think any of us had any more choice about 

it than you did.” 

 

He found a chair and sat down to wait for Chandrika to compose herself. “It must be 

terrible. If you want to see me later, then I don’t mind…” 

 

“It’s okay, you can stay.” The woman sniffed. “You’ve hardly been here for fifteen 

minutes. I can see the traffic below from here and if I’m making you go through that 

twice, then I am the one who should be feeling sorry.” 

 

Alan smiled. “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. From what I saw, the traffic in 

the city is nothing compared to when I came here through the Guinean Corridor.” 

 

“I’ve heard about the Guinean Corridor.” Chandrika replied. “If you went through that, 

then I should be feeling even more sorry.” Her glance crept for a moment around the 

room. “Where are you from?” She asked suddenly. 

 

“The Republic of Puerto Rico.” Alan said easily. He gets asked about this a lot. 

 

Chandrika drew on her limited knowledge of Terran politics. “That…used to be an 

American protectorate, wasn’t it?” 

 

Alan made a quirky smile. “Yes, it was. It became a semi-autonomous member of 

NATO after the Atlantic War, which was why we didn’t get a seat in the SCI after the 

Colombo Accords, nor did we have the power to form a launch lobby during the 

Second Wave. We stayed small, and we stayed on Earth.” 

 

“That was why,” Chandrika mused, “your country was named as one of the 

Disenfranchised Nations. No offense meant, though.” 

 

“None taken. Although I must say that the label doesn’t matter much these days. After 

the Tesseract, influence is more again about old-fashioned national power than how 

many colonies you can send into space. But I digress.” Alan coughed in 

embarrassment. “It’s easy to get me stirred up on these things. Let me assure you that 

it was entirely off the record.” 



 

“It was off mine, too.” Chandrika said. 

 

They exchanged quiet laughter for a while, after which Alan began, “To be honest, 

Chandrika. You seem to be in a pretty good mood for someone who’s been 

re-embodied for less than a week.” 

 

“I know. It seems strange, doesn’t it? I guess living for all those years on Pūrvavideha, 

with the war going on for so long and me reading about all those other colonies being 

attacked, it just made me accept that it was my planet’s turn sooner or later.” 

Chandrika looked out the window, up at the brilliant blue sky. “But those days seem 

so distant now.” 

 

“That’s terrible.” 

 

“Not really. It finally happened, didn’t it?” 

 

When the first interview was over, Alan bid the woman farewell and walked back 

down the corridor for the elevator, passing nurses, doctors and automated trolleys. He 

interfaced his opcorder with his terminal and opened a com-channel to the building’s 

systems. 

 

“Administrator?” 

 

“Yes, Mr. Piett?” 

 

“I want to ask you a few questions, related to my interview with Miss Rao. These will 

be part of the record as ancillary material.” 

 

“I understand. Go ahead.” 

 

“Was there any reason for the three-year delay between Miss Rao’s destructive 

uploading on Pūrvavideha and her subsequent re-embodiment?” 

 

He thought he detected the slightest pause in the AI’s reply, although he knew that 

any hesitation on its part would have to be either deliberate or non-existent. 

 



“I am not authorized to give the answer that I expect you want, Mr. Piett.” The voice 

of the AI said forthrightly. “However, I took no part in the decision process regarding 

the treatment of disembodied colonial refugees. My duty is simply to oversee the 

restoration of the new arrivals and help them re-integrate into present society.” 

 

“I see.” Alan said. “So you are out of the command loop, then?” 

 

“To be specific, the administrators of all the Refugee Recuperation Centers in 

Babeltown exchange information and make collective decisions on the allocation of 

refugees. However, we are not responsible for deciding which and how many refugees 

are selected for re-embodiment. Our powers in this respect are limited to giving 

feedback to the Colonial Refugee Committee regarding the capacity of our facilities.” 

 

“If you in your refugee center management capacity counsel refugees on their future 

lives on Earth, are you responsible for the providing feedback on the suitability of 

social and economical conditions on Earth to the Colonial Refugee Committee?” 

 

“No. That is also the responsibility of another branch of the Colonial Refugee 

program.” 

 

“Thank you, Administrator.” 

 

“You’re welcome.” 

 

Alan eventually made his way back to his rented room in the refugee quarter. On the 

way, he walked past a block from which he heard singing from many throats. His 

curiosity aroused, Alan tiptoed into the building and found himself in a large hall, 

made from demolishing countless interior walls. In the middle of the cavernous 

expanse was a huge group of people, wearing the simple, primary-color clothing that 

Alan recognized as the government-issue stuff provided to refugees. They were all 

singing with one voice in some kind of impromptu religious service, eyes closed and 

faces upraised. Alan was not struck first by their immediate apparency as colonial 

refugees – the presence of the pie-chart of ethnicities that represented the artificially 

standardized colonial population and their odd differences in build and bulk that 

showed that none of them were adapted for the conditions of this planet. He was 

struck at that moment by how like one people they seemed, all descendants of Earth 

and yet lacking a home. He wrestled for a while whether to intrude on the occasion 



with his opcorder, but when he got back to his room he settled on uploading a purely 

textual account on his blog. 

 

That night, he still couldn’t manage to sleep without a light on. 

 

 


